Utilization of orthopaedic services for hand and wrist conditions in a capitated population.
The utilization of orthopaedic services (office visits and surgery) to treat hand and wrist conditions is not well known. In this study, we report the utilization rates for patients referred for orthopaedic treatment of hand and wrist conditions in a large population of individuals enrolled in a capitated insurance plan. The study population consisted of individuals enrolled, between January 1998 and December 2001, in a capitated insurance plan that had an annual average membership of 135,188 during that period. This plan was serviced by an independent physician association of sixty-two orthopaedic surgeons who were responsible for all orthopaedic care. Data were collected prospectively in a centralized database as patients with various hand or wrist conditions were referred for orthopaedic services. Odds ratios were used to compare gender-specific and age-specific utilization rates. Overall utilization rates were 18.06 office visits and 6.47 surgical procedures per 1000 members per year. The most frequent hand or wrist conditions were fractures, carpal tunnel syndrome, tendinitis or tenosynovitis, and ganglion or synovial cysts. These four diagnoses accounted for 70% of all office visits and 71% of all surgical cases. Across all age groups, males had a significantly higher rate of utilization of office visits (p < 0.001). Between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-five years, utilization of office visits and surgery increased approximately linearly with age. A comparison of these data with those of previous reports indicates that approximately one of every ten patients who are referred for orthopaedic services has a hand or wrist condition, and nearly half will require surgery.